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Abstract

Whole language is a response to the increased knowledge base about language, literacy, and learning.
Whole language educators believe that teachers should have direct access to this knowledge base and
be supported in their efforts to use it to inform instructional decisions. This response stands in contrast
to more traditional responses in which university educators use the knowledge base to develop
instructkmal innovations and then tiy to sell teachen these innovations/methods. Debates pro and con
whole language are really debates about power and control, and a commitment to teaching as informed,
reflective practice necessitates rethinking the roles of university and public school educators as well as
reconceptuaraing the relationship between them.
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begun to tap the resources of other fields such as philosophy. Rand Spiro, for example, a cognitive
tisychdogist and a reading researcher, draws from the work of Wittotnstein to talk of criss-crossing
landscapes (Spiro, Coulsms, Feltovich, & Anderscm, 1988). Other researchers, such as Jerome Harste,
influenced by work done in semiotics and structuralism, talk of referent and sigaification and refers to
themselves as socio-semioticians (Harare, Woodward, & Burke, 1984).

Thus, rather than remng separate km other disciplines, reading education has become
transdisciplinary. Once limited to one field, readmg research has become the domain of many. A
number of linguists, cognitive psychologists, sociolinguists, and psycholinguists now consider themselves
to be reading researcheng many reading researchers likewise now identify themselves with fields outside
the traditional *main el reading education. Tin ates-tlisciprmary attention given to readmg extends
beyond the fields represented here. Literacy theorists, developmental psychologists, awl clinical
psychologists now also conskier reading as one of their domains.

(Insert Figure 3 about Isere.]

One result of this mukidisciplinary interest is that the meaning of reading has been widely expanded.
Reading is now viewed as, at the least, a cognitive process, a languaging process, a social process, and
a meaning-making process. From research conducted predominately but not exclusively from a cognitive
psychology perspective, for example, we have learned that reading is a cognitive process. We have
learned about the impotence of buirgr mind knowledge (e.g., Anderson, Spiro, & Anderson, 1978), of
self-monitoring (e.g., Brown, 1980), and of main as a strategic process (see Goodman, Smith,
Meredith, & Goodman, 1976). From research conducted predominately but not exclusively in the field
of linguistics, we have learned that reading is a languaging process that there are cue systems in
language (most notably Goodman, 1%8), and that written language acquisition is rule-governed
(Ferriero & Teberosky, 1983; Harste, Woodward & Burke, 1984; Read, 1975). We have also come to
understand that both written and oral language are learned through use, and that use is driven by the
function language serves for the user (Halliday, 1975).

In addition, we have come to understand that reading is a social process. There is now extensive
research that documents the significant and necessary contributions to language development and use
made by other individuals through collaboration and community (e.g., Sloane & Green, 1984; Green,
1983; Heap, 1980; Heath, 1983). Research within and across these perspectives has deepened oar
understanding that rearms 4 also a meaning-making process. What we learn is encoded in language,
and the meanings we construct both expand and constrain what we know (Halliday, 1975, 1978; Piattelli-
Falmarini, 1979; Vygotsky, 1962).

Response To This Research Rase

This new knowledge has spurred new debates, perhaps the more public of which has been among those
educators whose prhnary interest is in using new understandings to improve classroom practice. This
debate seems to have emerged as a result of two quite different responses to the expanded knowledge
base about reading. One group of educators has tended to focus on devising means for teaching
everShing that competent readers need to know. These educators COncern themselves with such issues
as how to teach students about how language works, how to teach self-monitoring, and how to teach

story structure. Historically, the approach of this group has been consistent with the education-as-
method perspective. Hebei this approach as the dominant response.

A second group of educators has asked different questions. Rather than focus on how to teach all that
we now understood about reading and readers, this goup asks, "How do we set up classroom
environments that will facilitate the learning of these understandings? I label this approach as the
emergent nsponse.
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The emergent response is not unique to reading education. In mathematics, science, and social studies,
educators also ask how to establish classrooms that build on an uakrstaading of how learning occurs
outside the classroom. Mathematics educators do so when they talk about "authenticity: science
educators do so when they talk about 'process" and "hands-on" learning, and social studies educators do
so when they talk about bringing the community into the classroom.

Within reefing education, the emerpnt response is most often referred to as *hole language.
Consistent with the voices beirq; raised in other curricular areas, whole language represents a
commitment to school learning environments in which learning is contextualized, emergent, functional,
mediated, and collaborative. Whole language advocates, lilte others with an emergent response
perspective, want to take the optimal learning coalitions found outside the classroom and make them
part of the classroom.

Whole Language as Political Agenda

Until quite recently, many rearing educators fro= both the dominant and emergent perspectives
primarily debated each other over method, terminology, and materials. One group talked of methods
such as 'scaffolding,* "cognitive apprenticeship," and 'reciprocal teaching: while the other talked of
"invitations," 'demonstrations," listrategy lessons,' and 'ownership.' Some argued for using basal reading
programs, and some argued against their use. Both groups claimed "literature-based" programs, and
each argued that what it meant by the term was not what the other meant.

And then somewhere in the midst of this often heated debate, some educators began to realize that the
debate was not about methods, terminology, or materialx rather, it was about politics and power. While
both groups shared the same long-term goal of improving educational practice, they differed ki very
important war. The dominant group was arguing for methods developed outside the classroom that
teachers could use to teach what needed to be known; the emergent group was arguing for the enhanced
professionalization of teachers so that teachers could seive as mefiators and facilitators of learning
within environments they designed. The dominant groupwas attempting to develop methods drawn Parr
iu lowrwiedge base; the emergent group was attempting to shwa the knowledge bate so that teachers
could develop their own methods.

To illustrate the differences between these two groups, consider cooperative learning. Understanding
the importance of learning communities, of cooperation and collaboration, some university educators
packaged their knowledge as curricular innovation and began selling "cooperative leaning" (Johnson &
Johnson, 1979). Teachers all over the countiy attend workshops and inserviee sessions based on these
programs where, in some instances, they are told how many students to have in a group, what the role
of each should be, and how often cooperative learning activities should take place.

Such an approach represents the dominant response to new knowledge. Knowledge is held by those
outside the classroom, and teachers, rather than being given direct access to that knowledge, are sold
curicular innovations. In contrast, those educators whose response can be considered emergent argue
against such packages. They argue instead that teachers should have the opportunity to reflect upon and
become informed about the importance of learning as a cooperative, collabaative activity and of setting
up their classrooms as learning communities. With this knowledge base, they maintain, teachers can
then make informed decisions about how to help their students learn from and with each other. One
decision teachers might make, basal on their informed reflections, would be to provide opportunities
for students to work together in small groups. While the particular organization plan would be similar
(in both cases students would be doing small-group work cooperatively), from the dominant perspective,
teachers would be doing "cooperative learning" because they had been told, by outside others, that they
should do so and how they should do so; from the emergent perspective, teachers might choose small-
group experiences based on their understanding of learning as a social process.

7
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language (Stephens, 1991) revealed, for exam*, that 7 of the 38 studies reviewed had been conducted
by teachers in their own classrooms. Another 16 studies involved university and public school teachers
collaboratively conducting research in the classrooms of public school teachers. These stucfies document
whatonce the empowerment perspective is undetstoodmight be considered ''common Matte In whole
language classrooms, students are actively engaged, and therefore experience considerable growth as
readers, writers, and learners.

The 10 comparative studies in this review provide several interesting findings. For example, Rilsowsky
(1986) stuofied emergm literacy among kindezprten children and ccunpared ecode emphasis" approach
with a whole language approach. Analyzing data related to the children's linguistic, orthographic, and
graphophonemic literacy, she mued that "ANCOVA results revealed a significant main effect for
treatment favoring the whole language group on all dependent measures" (p. 15).

Freppon (1991) studied first-grade children from four classrooms, two of which were considered to be
whole language classrooms, and two in which the children received skills-based instruction. Controlling
for socioeconomic status, gender, reading ability, and reading instruction, Freppon selected 24 children
and studied their befiefs and understandings about readin. She also collected isformation about the
strategies they used as readers. She found significant differences among the children. Ninety-two
percent of the children in the whole language group, few example, thought that understanding the story
and getting the words right were importan4 in the skills-based group, only 50% talked about both as
important. When tryin to figure out unfamiliar words, 34% of the children in the whole language
group used what Freppon referred to as ebalanced cuing system' (meanhig, structure, and visual cues)
competed to 8% of the students in the skills-based gromp. Freppon also noted that the skills group tried
to sound out words twice as often as the whole language group although, when they did sound out, the
whole language group was more successful than their peers in the skills-based group, in spite of the fact
that they had not received systematic phonics instruction. Freppon concluded that

The results .. . revealed differences in the understandings of these two groups of first-
grade children. Responses from children in the literature group document a reflective
stance, greater depth of understanding reading as a Imagine process involving
construction of meaning, and knowledge and use of a balanced cueing system. (p. 159)

Haggerty, Hiebert, and Owens (1989) examined the literacy behaviors of children in whole language and
traditional second-, fourth-, and sixth-grade classrooms. They analyzed data from reading
comprehension and writing assessment tests, a modification of Burke's Reading Interview (1987), and
classroom observations. They found no significant differences on the writing test, although students in
the fourth- and sixth- grade whole language classrooms scored approximately one standard deviation
higher than the students in the traditional classroom. On the comprehension test, however, students in
the whole language classrooms outperformed those in the skills-based classroom. Results from the
Reading Interview also favored the students from the whole language classrooms.

Current Controversies

Our knowledge about reading and writing, about readers and writers, continues to grow. And while
there is still debate about what we know (e.g., "Did so and so's study really prove xr), and how we
come to know it (e.g., Shouldn't the study have been designed differently?), the essence of the debate,
relative to practice, centers on how that knowledge should be shared. Should teachers have direct access
to the knowledge base? Should teachers themselves be the creators of the knowledge base? If so, how
can this be done? What would have to change and what would that change process look like?

There are, fortunately, no mandates prescribing bow each of us answers these questions. If we want
to maintain control of the classroom, if we want expertise to lie outside rather then within, we at the
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university can continue to debate methods and materials Teachers can continue to ground their
curricular decisions on the information provided in do materials presertled by their principal, district,
or state. And administrators can continue to censor and direct how and whim is taught.

If we want control and expertise to lie within the classroom, however, evenehing, even our questions,
change. Decontextualized comparisons between ma method and another become irrelevant; teachers
will choose for themselves what winks best in their situation. One response, one text, will support the
learning of one child today; another response or teg will support another tomorrow. And comparisons
between classrooms driven by publishes's' materials and classrooms in which decisions are grounded in
the teachers' knowledge base will become embarrassingly silly.

In reading education, whole language is a label that identifies educators who have asked themselves
about the roles of teaclwrs and of students in tlas learning process and have decided in favor of teacher
and student empowerment. Whole language thus has come to present a belief that learning in school
ought to incorporate what is known about learning outside of school; that teachers should base
curricular decisions on what is known; and that teachers as professionals are entitled to a political
context that empowers them as informed decision makers (adapted from Stephens, 1991).

I began this report by suggesting that disambiguating the term whole language requires an understanding
of what has happened in the field over the last 30 years the new knowledge that we have as well as
the responses, both dominant and emergent, to that knowledge base. But perhaps the term becomes
clear only when we each ask ourselves bard questions: Do we believe that learning in school should be
grounded in what we know about learning? That teachers should have access to that knowledge? That
they should be empowered to act on their informed reflections? Many have answered yes to these
question% some of the many call themselves whole language educators. Together they, and others, are
working to achieve a consistency between what they believe should be and what actually is. As John
Mayher (Uncommon Sense, 199)) reminds us, we believe that to fail to find a way would be to fail
ourselves and our students as well as our future.
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Author Note

This report will appear as a chapter in Finding the Balance: Reading Instruction for the 21st Centwy,
edited by J. Osborn and F. Legr and published by Erlbaum.
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